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Introduction
People's active life-expectancy is increasing steadily and an ever-growing share of workers is leaving the labour force early (e.g., Kohli et al. 1991; Wise 1997) . As a result, today's elderly spend significantly more time in retirement than previous generations. Since, in parallel, birth rates have declined dramatically, the social and economic consequences of the growing 'burden of ageing' -which is to be carried by shrinking younger generations -are discussed intensively (e.g., Börsch-Supan 2004; National Research Council 2001) . What must not be forgotten, though, is the substantial productive potential of the older population (e.g., Morrow-Howell et al. 2001; O'Reilly & Caro 1994) . Herzog & Morgan (1992: 196) conclude that "unlike labor force indicators, the unpaid productive activities […] show much less decrease by age. This finding documents that many older people are willing and able to stay involved in productive ways." From this perspective, the social costs of widespread early retirement, for example, might be lower than expected, since it allows individuals to engage more in non-market production. While this can take many different forms (e.g., Caro & Bass 1995b; Erlinghagen 2000) , the present paper focuses on volunteer work, which can be defined as "unpaid work provided to parties to whom the worker owes no contractual, familial, or friendship obligations" (Wilson & Musick, 1997: 694) .
Next to a growing literature on volunteering in general (for reviews see D.H. Smith 1994; Wilson 2000) , there is a particular interest in this kind of activity with regard to the participation of older people (e.g., Caro & Bass 1995a; Choi 2003; Mutchler et al. 2003) . Although it has been frequently suggested that volunteering reaches its peak in middle age, recent research provides evidence that the frequently observed decline in voluntary association memberships among elders is in fact less pronounced than indicated by previous analyses and can largely be attributed to differences in compositional characteristics between the older and other age groups (Cutler & Hendricks 2000) . Still, many studies show that retirement does not necessarily result in higher participation rates, as one might expect from continuity or role theories, for example (e.g., D.B. Smith 2004; see also Mutchler et al. 2003 .
However, " [w] hen it comes to hours of volunteering […] older men and women actually spend more time than do their younger counterparts, even when employment status is controlled" (Gallagher 1994: 576) , suggesting that older volunteers are more highly committed than other age-groups. This is attributed to the fact that volunteering should be particularly useful for older people (cf. Van Willigen 2000) . Its productive nature is said to have a positive effect on various dimensions of well-being, such as lifesatisfaction or health (e.g., Morrow-Howell et al. 2003; Thoits & Hewitt 2001) . As far as factors determining participation in volunteer activities are concerned, the literature shows that " [o] lder volunteers are more likely than nonvolunteers to have a higher socioeconomic status, to be married, to have a religious affiliation, to be in paid work, to evaluate their health highly, to have larger social networks, and to have a past history of volunteering" (Warburton et al. 2001: 588; see also Choi 2003) .
Volunteerism, though, must not be seen in isolation of the broader societal context in which it takes place: "as a cultural and economic phenomenon, volunteering is part of the way societies are organized, how they allocate social responsibilities, and how much engagement and participation they expect from citizens." (Anheier & Slamon 1999: 43) However, cross-nationally comparable data on participation in volunteer work are scarce. Results from the European Value Survey and the Eurovol-Study, for example, indicate that on average about 28 percent of Europe's population are engaged in some kind of volunteering within a one year period (reported in Anheier & Salamon 1999: 53; Anheier & Toepler 2002: 33) . Substantial variation between countries is observed, in which, for example, the Netherlands and Sweden hold the top ranks, Germany takes a middle position, whereas Italy and particularly Spain exhibit below-average levels of participation (see also Anheier & Salamon 1999: 58; Salamon & Sokolowski 2001) .
These findings are largely confirmed by recent studies examining voluntary association membership in a comparative perspective (e.g., Curtis et al. 2001: 792; Schofer & Fourcade-Gourinchas 2001: 808f.) .
Based on some 22,000 personal interviews from the new 'Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe', this paper investigates whether similar crossnational patterns of volunteering can be observed when the population aged 50 and over is considered. In addition, we study the relationship between selected sociodemographic characteristics and participation in voluntary work, providing detailed descriptive statistics and estimating multivariate logistic models. Our conclusions stress the need to maintain a contextual perspective in future analyses of volunteering, and support policies and programs designed to encourage older citizens to make use of their productive potential -for the benefit of themselves and society.
Data and variables
Data source. The data for our study are drawn from the first public release version of the 2004 'Survey of Health, Aging and Retirement in Europe' (SHARE; for an overview see Börsch-Supan et al. 2005) . SHARE is the first data set to combine extensive cross-national information on socio-economics status, health, and family relationships of Europe's elder population. The data contain information on some 22,000 individuals aged 50 and older from 15,000 households in 10 countries (Sweden, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, France, Switzerland, Austria, Italy, Spain, and Greece -further data are currently being collected in Belgium and Israel); see Table 1 for details. Probability samples have been drawn in each participating country; the average household response rate is 55 %, ranging from 38 % in Switzerland to 69 % in are included (cf. Curtis et al. 1992) . Since volunteer work is often performed on a rather irregular basis and other studies' retrospective questions regarding participation cover a longer period of time (e.g. the last year), our figures are even more likely to give a very conservative estimate of the prevalence of volunteering in the SHARE countries.
1 Unfortunately, we cannot distinguish different kinds of voluntary work (e.g. coaching at a sports club, distributing food or clothes, serving in committees or boards), nor do we know how many hours a respondent has volunteered. Thus, a simple binary indicator of volunteering (including charity work) is used for the analysis, complemented by information on the frequency of engagement ('almost daily', 'almost every week', 'less often') and the individual's motivation to do so.
Explanatory variables.
We consider a broad set of covariates in our analysis, namely:
• binary indicators of other social activities, such as informal help or care and participation in activities of an organisation (e.g. a sports club, church, or political party), in the last month,
• binary indicators of sex, age (three categories), and partnership status,
• binary indicators of education (three categories based on the International Standard Classification of Educational Degrees) and current employment status (three categories), and 1 Anheier & Salamon (1999: 53) report figures according to which only two out of three volunteers engage at least once a month. If this ratio would hold for the SHARE population, too, our study would underestimate annual participation rates by about one third.
• binary indicators of current self-perceived health (based on a scale ranging from 'very good' to 'very bad'), self-reported chronic diseases, and depression symptoms in the last month (based on the Euro-D scale; cf. Prince et al. 1999 ).
[ Table 1 about here]
Empirical findings

Descriptive findings
Volunteering -levels, frequency, motivations (see Table 2 [ Figure 1 about here]
Among those who report to have volunteered in the last month, almost one fifth (18 percent) has done so almost daily, nearly half of the volunteers have been engaged almost every week (45 percent), and slightly more than one third has worked less often (37 percent). There appears to be no clear correlation between the overall level of volunteering in a country and the frequency of engagement. Everywhere, the two most frequently mentioned motivations to volunteer are the desire to contribute something useful (70 percent) and the joy derived from volunteering (61 percent). Beyond the social value of their activity, the majority of volunteers apparently expects an additional, non-monetary personal gain.
Other social activities and volunteering (see Table 3 With regard to the relationship between volunteering and other social activities, it is interesting to note that in all countries the share of volunteers among those who have helped or cared is between 1.4 (Sweden, Denmark, Netherlands) and more than two times (Italy, Greece) higher than in the general population. When turning to participation in organized activities, the respective factors are in most cases even somewhat larger. The association suggested here is also reflected in similarly higher shares of helpers and carers (participants, respectively) among those who report to have volunteered. percent of the population 75+ continue to be engaged in voluntary work -which is more than the SHARE average across all age groups. Table 5 for details): The share of volunteers varies substantially between educational groups. Participation rates generally increase by 5 percentage points -in Italy even by more than 7 percentage points -when respondents with a low degree (6 percent) are compared to those with a medium degree (11 percent). The share of volunteers increases to an average of 18 percent, i.e. by another 7-8 percentage points, when the highest educational group is considered; this increase is less pronounced in Switzerland and Austria (plus 3.5 percentage points).
Demographic characteristics of volunteers (see
Education and employment status of volunteers (see
In most countries, the share of volunteers differs only moderately between working, retired, and other non-working respondents (in the order of 2-3 percentage points). In Austria and Switzerland, though, rates of volunteering are up to 5 percentage points (i.e. about one third) lower among retirees than among those who are engaged in market work. In Switzerland an exceptionally high share of 23 percent in the heterogeneous group of 'other non-working' report to have been active during the last month, which is more than double the share of volunteers among Swiss retirees. Table 6 for details): Turning to volunteer work and health, we find much lower activity rates among those who perceive their current health status as fair or worse (about 6 percent), compared to those who report a good or better health condition (12 percent). This negative association -which, in relative terms, seems to be somewhat less pronounced in Sweden, Denmark, and the Netherlands -is corroborated by our Euro-D mental health indicator. In almost all countries, the share of volunteers among respondents who showed symptoms of depression in the last month is 4-5 percentage points lower than among those who were not bothered by such problems. A similar, though weaker, relationship seems to exist between volunteering and chronic physical health problems. With regard to causality, it is important to keep in mind that " [v] olunteering improves health, but it is also most likely that healthier people are more likely to volunteer. Good health is preserved by volunteering; it keeps health volunteers healthy." (Wilson 2000: 232) [Tables 2 -6 about here]
Health and volunteering (see
Multivariate results
A multivariate logistic regression confirms the relevance of the socio-demographic characteristics discussed above for the individual's propensity to engage in volunteer work (see Table 7 , Model 1, for details). Particularly if the respondent is more than 75 years old, if he or she is working, or perceives his or her health as relatively poor, the probability of volunteering decreases significantly. 
Discussion
Our analysis of the SHARE data shows that cross-national patterns of volunteering observed for the general population in Europe -with higher participation rates in Northern Europe and substantially lower ones in the Mediterranean countries -largely persist when the older population is considered. This is consistent with findings indicating that an individual's previous engagement in volunteering is a good predictor of his or her current activity (e.g., Mutchler et al. 2003) ; thus, older volunteers might just be "volunteers who have aged" (Gallagher 1994: 569) . However, while this may help to understand the persistence of the observed spatial pattern across age groups, it does not explain its existence or shape.
When controlling for socio-demographic characteristics in a multivariate logistic regression, there is no indication that the observed between-country differences are due to a different distribution (i.e., population composition) or due to country-specific effects of relevant individual characteristics, such as age or health. Our results rather suggest that the broader social, institutional, and cultural background matters greatly for private voluntary engagement. While this particular macro-micro relationship clearly needs further investigation, some promising approaches have already been put forward. family nor friends these policies may result in greater resistance within the very population they are intended to mobilize." (Gallagher 1994: 577) With regard to future developments and policies, it will be important to what extent people will be able to age healthy, and in how far it will be possible to create 'tailor-made' work opportunities for older (and frailer) volunteers. A first step to 4 In our data, a somewhat larger share of Mediterranean volunteers stresses the wish to "contribute something useful" as a main motivation for their engagement, while Swedish, Dutch, and German respondents rather tend to stress the "joy" they derive from volunteering (see Table 2 ). Although these cross-country differences in motivations are not very large, they may still be treated as further evidence in support of the suggested differences regarding the primary role and meaning of volunteer work in those societies (see also Anheier & Toepler 2002: 36ff.) .
achieve the latter could be to set up local institutions that match volunteers to organizations which might need them, as, for example, in the Netherlands or in Germany (Anheier & Salamon 1999: 45 
